FEET OF CLAY

n

Jacqueline and the officer were finishing a substantial tea when the
head huntsman came in.

Short, strong, squarely built, his skin hardened by the weather, his
hair greying, his features curiously regular and distinguished, with a
quick flinty eye, the head huntsman was beginning to have to contend
with the years. Holding himself very straight in his muddy boots, theu;
tops reaching the middle of his thighs beneath the hem of his yellow
livery coat, the thong of his hunting-crop round his neck, his horn
about his chest, hunting-knife at hip and cap in hand, he stood before
the Marquis.

"Well, Laverdure?" said the latter.

"Well, Monsieur le Marquis, I can't understand what happened,"
replied the huntsman, "I can't tell you how disappointed I am. Good
God almighty!"

"You needn't swear, Laverdure!"

"I ask Monsieur's pardon and also Madame la Baronne's," said the
huntsman; "but Monsieur will understand what I mean. A stag Fd
have killed in half an hour at most. The last time I saw him his tongue
was hanging out. And then, suddenly, not a smell of him; it was as if
the devil had hidden him under his cloak. Monsieur le Marquis must
admit it might be witchcraft!"

He shook his head unhappily. The hunting cap had made a red line
across his brow.

"Will you take a glass of wine, Laverdure?" said Jacqueline.
She was not altogether displeased that the head huntsman had lost
the stag.

"Madame la Baronne is too kind," replied the huntsman, instinc-
tively turning his eyes to the blind man.

The latter, as if aware of the gaze resting on him, said: "Yes, yes,
have a drink, Laverdure."

He took up a bronze bell with a wooden handle resembling those
used in schools to mark the end of a break. It rested on a little table
Vvithin reach of his hand, and he rang it lengthily.

An old man, dressed in a French-style livery of thick, bottle-green
cloth, appeared.. He advanced with dragging step; his trousers looked
as if they needed bracing up; his heavy, bent body emitted a wheeze of
permanent breathlessness while his swinging jowls were like an old bull's.
"Monsieur le Marquis rang?" he asked.
"I want my hunting-box," said the blind man.
"Perhaps Monsieur Laverdure will help me," said the old man in the
green livery, turning to the huntsman.

"Of course, Monsieur Florent," replied the huntsman, putting down
his empty glass.
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